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“LOOKING LIKE THE OTHER GUYS”: 
THE 1914 MOBILIZATION AS A MASCULINE EXPERIENCE 
IN CZECH SOLDIERS’ WRITINGS
Jiří Hutečka
Université de Hradec Králové
behavior of Czech recruits during the first months of the Great War has
always presented historians with a puzzling question: why did the members of
a nation supposedly bent on leaving the House of Habsburg for good rush to
their posts with such willingness in 1914 that they surprised even the austro-
Hungarian authorities themselves? not surprisingly, the traditional interpretation
to be found in many general histories of the First World War sees Czech military
efforts during the conflict mostly through the lens of nationalism. in this view,
Czech-speaking soldiers serving in the austro-Hungarian military during the
war did so only because they were more or less forced to do so. most of them
– and there were almost a million at the end – supposedly despised the war on
the side of the Habsburgs, and particularly one against their serb or russian
slavic brethren. 1 during the war, they spent their time either trying to desert
(and, later, joining the Czechoslovak legion – only about 90,000 of them actu-
ally did so), or at least sabotaging the imperial war effort through lackluster
1. For a rather typical example, summarizing Czech military efforts during the ﬁrst months of the war
with nationally laden analysis and phrases like “passive supporters of russia,” “reserved mood in Prague,”
“mutinies”, “large-scale desertions” and “popular demonstrations in bohemia,” see Hew strachan, The First
World War, vol. i: To Arms, oxford, ouP oxford, 2001, p. 157. even the seminal study on the beginning of
the war, written by Christopher Clark, tends to veer into this stereotype, raising questions about “loyalty of
Czech reservists.” see Clark, Sleepwalkers. How Europe Went to War in 1914, london, allen lane, 2012,
p. 269. in recent Czech historiography, see for example Jindřich marek, “beránci, lvi a malé děti. nekonečný
spor o českého vojáka v letech 1. světové války,” in Historie a vojenství, 63/2014, issue 1, p. 94-113. this
“nationalized” view of Central european history has recently been criticized by several inﬂuential studies. see
for example tara zahra, Kidnapped Souls. National Indifference and the Battle for Children in the Bohemian
Lands, 1900-1948, ithaca, Cornell university Press, 2008; or Pieter m. Judson, The Habsburg Empire. A
New History, Cambridge, the belknap Press of Harvard university Press, 2016. 
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military performance reminiscent of the main character in Jaroslav Hašek’s
famous anti-war novel. 2 although this interpretation has been challenged in
recent years, it succeeded in creating the basic framework of the debate about
Czech-speaking soldiers in the Great War. 3 in other words, during the past cen-
tury, the “Czech soldier” of the Great War has been studied primarily as a Czech,
and only secondarily as a soldier. What seems most baffling, especially in the
context of the recent popularity of gender history and history of masculinities, 4
is that they have never been analyzed in the context of elementary identity of
being a “he” – man.
but this “Czech soldier” was a man before all else, and should be studied
as such. realizing this, can a new analytical framework be created that would
benefit the general debate on Czech soldiers’ loyalty? Could gender analysis
add something to the oft-repeated way of studying Czech participation in the
Great War? did Czech soldiers reflect on their masculine identity in connection
with military service? did their identity influence their motivation to serve?
using the case of the 1914 mobilization, this text will try to answer these and
several other questions in an effort to shed a fresh light on the well-trodden
scholarly ground.
the war that had started at the end of July 1914 and escalated into a global
conflict within a week would change the lives of millions of people in the lands
2. see Jaroslav Hašek, osudy dobrého vojáka Švejka za světové války, 4 vols., Praha 1921-1923. For
the most recent english translation, see The Fateful Adventures of the Good Soldier Svejk During the World
War, tr. zdeněk sadloň, emmit Joyce, 3 vols., london, authorhouse, 1997.
3. For the most recent scholarly efforts regarding this problem, see rudolf kučera, “entbehrung und
nationalismus. die entfahrung tschechischer soldaten der österreichisch-ungarischen armee 1914-1918,”
in: bernard bachinger, Wolfram dornik (eds.), Jenseits des Schützengrabens. Der Erste Weltkrieg im Osten:
Erfahrung – Wahrnehmung – Kontext, innsbruck, studienverlag, 2013, p. 121-138; richard lein, Pﬂicher-
füllung oder Hochverrat? Die tschechischen Soldaten Österreich-Ungarns im Ersten Weltkrieg, Wien – berlin,
lit, 2011. For a surge of this view in Czech popular history, see Josef Fučík, Soča (Isonzo) 1917, Praha,
Paseka 1999; id., Piava 1918, Praha, Havran, 2001; or Generál Podhajský, Praha, Paseka, 2009.
4. theory in this text is generally based on the classical view of gender in historical analysis presented
by Joan scott in 1985. Joan W. scott, “Gender: a useful Category of Historical analysis,” in The American
Historical Review, vol. 5, 1986, p. 1053-1075 and, more speciﬁcally, on theory of masculinities postulated
by r. W. Connell, Masculinities, berkeley, California Press, 1995 and applied in historical context by many
historians during the past quarter-century. For the most important works, some of which even preceded
Connell’s seminal study, see for example: John tosh, “What should Historians do with masculinity? reﬂec-
tions on nineteenth-Century britain,” in History Workshop Journal, vol. 1, 1994, p. 179-202; ute Frevert,
„Mann und Weib, und Weib und Mann“: Geschlechter-Differenzen in der Moderne, münchen, C. H. beck,
1995; tosh, “Hegemonic masculinity and the History of Gender,” in: stefan dudink, karen Hagemann, John
tosh (eds.), Masculinities in Politics and War: Gendering Modern History, manchester – new york, man-
chester university Press, 2004, p. 41-58; martin dinges (ed.), Männer – Macht – Körper: Hegemoniale
Männlichkeiten vom Mittelalter bis heute, Frankfurt/main – new york, Campus verlag, 2005; or. Christopher
e. Forth, Masculinity in the Modern West: Gender, Civilization and the Body, london, Palgrave macmillan,
2008. For military context, see for example robert a. nye, “Western masculinities in War and Peace,” The
American Historical Review, vol. 2, 2007, p. 417-438. For a study in the context of the Habsburg monarchy,
see Christa Hämmerle, Heimat/Front. Geschlechtergeschichte/n des Ersten Weltkriegs in Österreich-Ungarn,
Wien – köln – Weimar, böhlau, 2014; also Hämmerle, “zur relevanz des Connell´schen konzepts hegemo-
nialer männlichkeit für „militär und männlichkeit/en in der Habsburgermonarchie (1868-1914/18)“,” in:
martin dinges (ed.), Männer – Macht – Körper…, p. 103-121. For the only work in Czech reﬂecting these
views, see rudolf kučera, “muži v válce, válka v mužích. maskulinity a světové války 20. století v současné
kulturní historiograﬁi,” in Soudobé dějiny, vol. 4, 2011, p. 549-562.
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of the bohemian Crown. Few could imagine that it was actually going to happen
and even fewer had at least some idea of what was coming next. However, one
of the few conceptual notions regarding war common to everyone was the gen-
eral understanding of its highly gendered nature. War, most of the population
felt, redrew the social map almost overnight. before late July 1914, society was
structured – as it was everywhere else in europe – around a myriad of hierarchies
of class, ethnicity, wealth, age, and gender. now, gender order rose to the sur-
face, becoming more important than ever before.
in almost every recollection picturing the crowds reading the emperor’s
declaration To My Peoples (An Meine Völker) that announced mobilization,
those present were clearly divided in their behavior. men read silently or grum-
bled in a low voice. Women, on the other hand, were louder, more emotional
and often openly critical of the situation, with tears of sadness and protest
appearing now and then. 5 the beginning of the war seemed to divide the world
into two visibly separated spheres – men’s, soon to be associated with military
uniform and frontline service; and women’s, associated with the rear and with
home-keeping. many a participant in the events of summer 1914 structured his
or her experience clearly along these lines: “son, brother, even father had to
go,” one of them closes his description of events, referring to the most basic
categories of masculine existence, “leaving their loved ones behind, they hurried
to join their regiment…” 6 Here, everyone who was “a son, brother or a father”
was leaving. those who stayed at home were defined through not being these
categories, i.e. being women. the same simplified gender picture stayed in peo-
ple’s minds during the war years as well: “thank you for the photograph…,”
wrote a girl to Fähnrich Janošík, serving on the eastern Front in June 1916.
“really pretty company you have there, it is such an injustice! Gentlemen are
alone, ladies are alone.”7 “Gentlemen” in the army and “ladies” at home seemed
to be an insurmountable socio-geographical framework that stood out against
the wartime reality, where in bohemia alone hundreds of thousands of men
stayed at home because of their occupation, health, or age. 8
Famous bohemian-Jewish journalist egon erwin kisch, whose close and
poignant observations of his Czech comrades (he was serving with k.u.k. infantry
regiment 11, composed of 45% Czech-speaking soldiers) make him a vital
source in our analysis, saw the situation in the same way. as he noted in his diary
after he and his comrades rummaged through the mail of fallen comrades after
their first battle: 
5. “People were walking around the town, women and children crying, because they had to say goodbye
to their father… husband… son… in a few hours.” František Chmela, Vzpomínky z 1. světové války, týn nad
vltavou, mCkv, 2014.
6. František černý, moje záznamy ze světové války, Praha, zdeněk bauer, 2014, p. 27. 
7. “božka” to Jan Janošík, June 14, 1916, státní okresní archiv (soka – state district archive) olo-
mouc, Janošík Jan, pplk. v. v. Collection.
8. see maureen Healy, Vienna and the Fall of the Habsburg Empire: Total War and Everyday Life in
World War I, Cambridge, Cambridge university Press, 2004, p. 262-265.
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letters, in which a mother, mistress, wife is writing how lonely she is and
how she yearns for the moment of reunion. 9
it did not look like there could be anyone at home writing a letter other than
a person belonging to those categories. there were apparently no “men” back
home. it seems that the wartime construction of hegemonic masculinity was
militarized not only in the public space, as rudolf kučera claims in his study
of Czech working class during the war, but also in the personal views of the
actors. it is of course beyond doubt that the austro-Hungarian authorities spent
much effort and resources in promoting “the ideal male recruited soldier, who
quickly acquired the position of hegemonic masculinity” throughout the
empire’s population. 10 but this norm was actually already present in the minds
of the population, and people defined war in gendered categories almost by
default from the very beginning. Whatever their attitude to war, most contem-
poraries agreed that it was a matter for men.
as mentioned, this way of thinking paralleled the official discourse of war
presented by the austro-Hungarian state. However, this discourse was nothing
new. it just became widespread through war. military service had been presented
as a sort of rite of passage ever since introduction of general conscription in
austria-Hungary in 1868. 11 also, as laurence Cole has proven, a process of
“societal militarization took place in late imperial austria during the second
half of the nineteenth century” through veterans’ associations, public rituals and
dynastic self-presentation, or officially embraced cults of military heroes.12 and,
of course, all these venues designated warfare as a purely masculine enterprise,
further entrenching its gendered nature. moreover, after initial refusal given its
ideological hostility to the idea of “citizens at arms,” the Habsburg “common
army” ended up adopting aspects of the concept that it found applicable to its
conservative tastes. Probably the most important was the idea that military serv-
ice is actually where the subject-citizen is created, i.e. it constitutes “a school
of the nation” with the purpose to “make sons into men.” 13 When war came
9. entry for august 21, 1914, egon ervín kisch, Vojákem pražského sboru, Praha, Pokrok, 1965, p. 55
(ﬁrst published in berlin as Soldat im Prager Korps, 1922).
10. rudolf kučera, Život na příděl: Válečná každodennost a politiky dělnické třídy v českých zemích
1914-1918, Praha, nln, 2013, p. 103 (for english translation, see kučera, Rationed Life. Science, Everyday
Life, and Working-Class Politics in the Bohemian Lands 1914-1918, oxford 2016).
11. it is necessary to realize that the Habsburg state never had the ﬁnancial and logistical means (and,
partially, even political will) to recruit more than a fraction of a each year’s class of young men into its “school
of manhood” of the three-year service. see Günter kronenbitter, „Krieg im Frieden“ Die Führung der k.u.k.
Armee und die Grossmachtpolitik Österreich-Ungarn, 1906-1914, munich, oldenbourg, 2003, p. 145-232.
12. laurence Cole, Military Culture and Popular Patriotism in Late Imperial Austria, oxford, oxford
university Press, 2013, p. 308-309. For a comparison with other european countries in the nineteenth century,
see Christian Jansen (ed.), Der Bürger als Soldat. Die Militarisierung europäischer Gesellschaften im langen
19. Jahrhundert: ein internationaler Vergleich, essen, klartext, 2004.
13. Hämmerle, “back to the monarchy’s Gloriﬁed Past? military discourses on male Citizenship and
universal Conscription in the austrian empire, 1868-1914,” in: stefan dudink, karen Hagemann, anna
Clark (eds.), Representing Masculinity: Male Citizenship in Modern Western Culture, new york – basings-
toke, Palgrave macmillan, 2007, p. 160.
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in 1914, the army naturally lost no time in drawing on its appeal to the “strength
and manliness” of “the handsome men” it had supposedly created. 14
the public discourse of manly duty was therefore an inescapable reality of
growing up in early twentieth century austria-Hungary. young men aged around
twenty, who in 1914 donned the imperial uniform in the first waves, were gen-
erally in agreement with the official propaganda and its discourse that going to
war meant an undeniable “leap into life” – as if there was no life before. 15 in
many cases, not even several years’ experience of “often undeniable cruelty”
of war kept them from holding on to this logic in later years: “military serv-
ice… is always the best school of life and a cornerstone of man’s character,”
wrote one soldier to his sister in 1918. 16 many seemed to make the connection
between masculine adulthood and war even as children: “i remember,” wrote a
private in k.u.k. infantry regiment 18, “that even as a small boy i knew that i
would be going to war. i wished to see it!” 17 When the war started and fathers
went to war, their little sons were often happy at first that their “daddy is a sol-
dier, he has a gun and eats out of a tin cup,” 18 clearly interpreting these objects
as attributes of adult militarized masculinity.
the deeply ingrained notion of military service as a rite of passage from boy-
hood to manliness therefore seems to be not a product of war propaganda as
much as a part of pre-war discourse of military masculinity. this specific form
of masculinity, based on a positive image of military service, clearly became a
dominant factor in the image of true manliness in bohemian society. 19 the idea
of war as a natural, indivisible part of gender identity, a thoroughly gendered
event, was therefore bound to play an important role in how Czech soldiers
understood and interpreted their experience of 1914.
When emperor Francis Joseph i ordered first partial and then, a week later
– after the russian army mobilized – full mobilization of the austro-Hungarian
military, the country’s population went into a state of war fever. 20 the austro-
Hungarian High Command did not foresee any positive reaction from Czechs
14. Quoted from a government propaganda pamphlet: rudolf Peerz, Vlast volá! Slovo k obyvatelstvu
Rakouska-Uherska, Wien, 1916, p. 6, 55.
15. diary entry of alois dolejš, an eighteen-year old private in infantry regiment 28, may 11, 1917.
alois dolejš, dagmar neprašová, Válečné vzpomínky z první světové války vojína Dolejše z Nového Strašecí,
brno, Gelton, 2014, p. 75.
16. Josef Janošík to his sister, anna Janošíková, July 16, 1918, private archive of his great-grandson, Jan
Janošík.
17. Josef ulrych, Moje zápisky, 1893-1922, unpublished manuscript, 1922, archival collection of the
Country museum in dobruška (archivní sbírka vlastivědného muzea v dobrušce), digital archives, Cd
no. 115, p. 45. 
18. in his diary, karel vaněk described the views held by his four-year old nephew in this way. see diary
entry, January 4, 1915, in: karel vaněk, Charašó pán, da? Zápisky všelijakého vojáka, 1914-1919, Praha,
dauphin, 2013 [1920], p. 26.
19. see also Hämmerle, “zur relevanz des Connell´schen…,” p. 103-121, especially p. 118-119.
20. although the Czech-speaking population was often reserved in its reactions, there were several nota-
ble incidents of public support to the war effort. see Jan Galandauer, “Wacht am rhein a kde domov můj:
válečné nadšení v čechách v létě 1914,” Historie a vojenství, vol. 5, 1996, p. 22-43.
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and, somewhat by default, expected the people’s attitude to war to be decidedly
negative. as part of the partial mobilization, it called up not seven army corps
as originally planned, but eight. the additional styrian iii army Corps was sup-
posed to compensate for the expected “difficulties in the process of mobilization
in bohemia.” 21 However, to everyone’s surprise, collecting, equipping and dis-
patching hundreds of thousands of men in several days went smoothly and,
according to police reports, in “a quiet mood”. 22 even contemporaries later crit-
ical of Czech participation in the austrian war effort had to grudgingly acknowl-
edge that “Czech soldiers enlisted immediately, quietly, and in orderly fashion
to their regiments, as if they were enlisting for ordinary military maneuvers.
even their masters in vienna were taken aback by the manner and speed with
which the whole mobilization was completed.” tellingly, the same author added
without any trace of irony: “i had… enlisted too… it all went well.” 23
mobilization depots were not ready for such a wave of loyal obedience and
soon faced a logistical nightmare. many soldiers were only registered and sent
home with orders to come back two days later. 24 on the way to their regiments,
“people frantically climbed into the cars until the gendarmes stopped them.
they were afraid that they would not make it in those 24 hours.” 25 desire to
reach one’s unit in time and avoid accusations of failing mobilization orders
was strong even among Czechs temporarily located in distant lands. Whether
they were miners in Westphalia, “collecting their bags and rushing one after
another to the station… just not to be late arriving in bohemia,” or intellectuals
in berlin, fearing not only that “in any case i am going to war, but i may be
punished as well” for delay on the way to the regiment. 26
the question is how the men scrambling to the mobilization depots of k.u.k.
regiments understood and interpreted the whole process, as well as their loyalty
to the monarchy. What motivated them at this stage of their war experience,
21. see ivan Šedivý, Češi, české země a Velká válka, Praha, lidové noviny, p. 37. according to martin
zückert, the image of “the unreliable and disloyal Czech” was mostly based on the very vocal activities of
several (rather small) groups of anti-militarist nationalist radicals headed by the Czech national socialist
Party. it was this party which was responsible for the First anti-militarist Congress in Prague in 1907, and
for the anti-war demonstrations against the annexation of bosnia and Herzegovina year later. see martin
zückert, “antimilitarismus und soldatische resistenz. Politischer Protest und armeefeindliches verhalten in
der tschechischen Gesellschaft bis 1918,” in: laurence Cole, Christa Hämmerle, martin scheutz (eds.) Glanz
– Gewalt – Gehorsam. Militär und Gesellschaft in der Habsburgermonarchie (1880 bis 1918), essen, klartext
2011, p. 199-220.
22. david Pazdera, Češi v první světové válce [master thesis], české budějovice, Jihočeská univerzita,
1997, p. 34.
23. see l. Padevět, “Pražský domobranecký pluk č. 8 na bojišti,” in: alois Žipek, Domov za války.
Svědectví účasntíků, 5 vols., 1929-1931; cited from vol. i, p. 136; for a similar example, see also: “they
enlisted immediately and the mobilization went smoothly, so smoothly that even the army was not expecting
this.” see Jaroslav vítek, V cizích službách: deník ze světové války, česká skalice 1937, p. 20.
24. see for example František bouška, Zápisky ze světové války 1914-1920 a z čsl. revolučního vojska
na Rusi, unpublished manuscript, p. 1b. the situation was the same at every garrison. 
25. Chmela, Vzpomínky z 1…, p. 7.
26. Josef krejza, “vzpomínky z válečné doby,” in: Žipek, Domov za války…, vol. v, p. 195; kisch, Vojá-
kem pražského sboru…, p. 8. 
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and why did they not protest but, on the contrary, surprise the authorities and
probably even themselves with their willingness to enlist? First, almost every-
one was sure that the war would end soon, before “the plums are ripe” or “before
Christmas.” When egon ervín kisch was about to leave his home in Prague to
continue his trip to the 91st regiment in Písek, his caring mother wanted to pack
him “a third pair of long johns and another nightgown.” He refused these, say-
ing: “What do you think, that i’m going to the thirty years’ War?!” 27 similar
opinions floated around a company of potential conscripts in nové Pleso near
Jaroměř: 
“there’s a long debate. Conclusion – war will be over soon. in six months
at worst. Can you imagine what all the modern war machines can do in an
hour? so the war cannot be very long…28
almost no one could imagine it being so. there were even more specific
(and optimistic) ideas about the length of the war: “in general, people think it
will be over in two weeks, one month at worst.” 29
second, men in the austrian part of the Habsburg monarchy were used to
being mobilized, to enlisting, or at least to reading about some of the Common
army units being mobilized in the newspapers all the time. during the six years
prior to the outbreak of the First World War, there were three separate (partial)
mobilization efforts in different parts of the Habsburg state, in 1908-1909, 1912,
and 1913. the first two directly affected most of the army units stationed in
bohemia and moravia. 30 in this context, it is clear that, in the minds of many
of the reservists, being called up for a partial mobilization was a well-known
experience, a completely pointless, but grudgingly tolerated “exercise.” as a
one-year volunteer in landwehr infantry regiment 13 wrote in his memoir:
the mobilization of several army corps on st. anne’s sunday, July 26, was
deemed to be merely a support act for a diplomatic solution. actually, austria
did this demonstration against russia shortly before that… Why should they
not repeat this rather expensive festival again?
We can assume that, for many men, there was an unconscious feeling of an
artificial crisis, a crisis which had always dissipated before. 31
third, there is little doubt that recruits’ compliance with orders was often
based on fear of punishment. as we have seen, fear of failing to present at the
regiment on time played its role in the effort to rush to recruiting stations. How-
27. diary entry of July 31, 1914, in: kisch, Vojákem pražského sboru…, p. 8.
28. ulrych, Moje zápisky…, p. 22.
29. František Šmída, Vzpomínky z vojny 1914-1919, olomouc, Poznání, 2014, p. 10.
30. it was the behavior of some of the bohemian regiments during the mobilization of 1912 that led aus-
tro-Hungarian authorities to doubt the willingness of Czech soldiers to ﬁght for their empire, as some units
openly refused to be sent to war against their “serbian brothers.” see Gunther e. rothenberg, The Army of
Francis Joseph, new york, Purdue university Press, 1976, p. 170. 
31. bedřich opletal, Anabáze hanáckého medika, 1914-1920, Praha, Paseka, 1998, p. 5.
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ever, if we look at the sources, only those who failed in this obligation actually
voiced concerns – see the example of egon erwin kisch above. it seems that
most men actually hardly thought about possible punishment, maybe not thinking
about any alternatives at all – they just went, as they used to go before.
However, it seems that normative compliance was much more important.
normative compliance depends mostly on the internalized values, self-discipline,
and self-control of the individual who is willing (not forced) to subordinate
himself to any behavioral norm he deems to reflect dominant social opinions.
it seems to be particularly effective as few men doubted the idea that their new
status in wartime was a sort of given. karel vaněk, who went on to become
Jaroslav Hašek’s successor in describing the good soldier Švejk’s adventures
in the World War, commented on the situation on august 6, 1914: “everyone is
resigned to their fate, as it is a given fact that cannot be changed.” 32
in fact, resignation to fate seems to be one of the primary emotions that sol-
diers remembered about their enlistment in 1914, and can be found in many
primary sources with men describing their attitude as that of “a resigned little
calf”33 or of “a slave.” 34
as we can see further in vaněk’s diary, many soldiers understood their resi -
gnation to fate to be tightly connected to the powerful, if unvoiced, social
pressure: 
i have to go! the ink of law and the oil of reprimand, both saying it has to
be so…, make the turn of events easier and less painful… but i have to go,
because everybody’s going… 35
looking at soldiers’ writings, it is clear that it was mostly this kind of pres-
sure that made it impossible for soldiers, at least from their own viewpoint, to
even think of alternatives to enlistment – for them, there were none. anyone
who thought about going against the grain not only risked a confrontation with
the “ink of law” and subsequent punishment, but also faced the even more pro-
found risk of actually stepping outside the general definition of wartime mas-
culinity as well as outside of the circle of their acquaintances, friends and male
relatives, who were thinking “it has to be so” and “were going.” it is no coin-
cidence that, especially in the sources describing mobilization in the country-
side, we can find many images of groups of neighbors and friends leaving their
32. vaněk, Charašó pán, da?…, p. 10.
33. černý, Moje záznamy ze světové války…, p. 31.
34. Josef kápar, Cestou kamenitou, Praha, nakl. “Památníku odboje”, 1922, p. 13. as karel Pichlík bit-
terly concluded in his study written to prove that Czech soldiers actively opposed the war (it actually says so
in its title), in 1914, Czechs enlisted “in a resigned mood and with much indifference.” see Pichlík, Čeští
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villages for the nearest train station together. Whatever the individual’s attitude
towards the war, be it decidedly negative or somewhat positive, the fact that
everyone participated in this “manly business” led most men to conclude that
there was no way out but to accept their fate: 
even though i did not like the whole idea of war at all, what could one do
against it? nothing. 36
motivation based on a network of friendships is visible in the words of an
infantryman serving in k.u.k infantry regiment 8:
i was not keen to join the party, but then i saw that we’re all in this toge-
ther… there was a lot of crying in the village, but we were not the ﬁrst or the
last ones, and people got used to it. 37
the abovementioned karel vaněk describes in his diary what could happen
to those who struggled to come to terms with their manly destiny of soldiering:
tůma, who so often indulged in radical talk on the Czech nation and its
hatred towards the government in vienna, proposed that we should sing “Hej
slované” [a Panslavist anthem] on our departure from the barracks; better be
shot now rather than to go against our russian brothers… i’m curious what’s
he up to…
a day later: 
departure from barracks was quiet; tůma made no revolution; he walked
in front of me, drunk a bit, singing ‘no-one loves me anymore’… 38
Getting little support from resigned or perhaps just scared comrades, a self-
proclaimed rebel ends in a state of resignation as well – the social pressure at
work could hardly be more blatant.
the whole concept of military obedience lying at the very center of military
masculinity was also reinforced by the contemporary social norm. With the
strictly patriarchal order that ruled most social interactions, especially outside
urban areas, the population of the Czech lands in the early 20th century was
generally used to following all sorts of rules. in fact, the austro-Hungarian state
ideology of the emperor-Father was basically an expansion of the same, uni-
versal order of things. no wonder that men, used to being subject to many social
pressures in their everyday lives, were perfectly willing to be mobilized for war,
thus entering the vicious circle of collective pressure described in vaněk’s diary.
in the words of an artillerist enlisting in landwehr infantry regiment 13: 
they were mostly sons of peasants, people with little education and simple
needs, used to obeying and working hard… they took it as a fact. 39
36. Josef Jarkovský, Kronika ze světové války od roku 1/2 1915 do 4/9 1919, unpublished manuscript,
archivní sbírka vlastivědného muzea v dobrušce, sig. Xiv/300, p. 2.
37. oldřich Jurman (ed.), Legionářská odyssea. Deník Františka Prudila, Praha, lucie, 1990, p. 9.
38. diary entries of February 15 and 16, 1915, in: vaněk, Charašó pán, da?…, p. 33-34.
39. Jan F. tříska (ed.), Zapomenutá fronta: vojákův deník a úvahy jeho syna, přel. zuzana Ceplová,
Praha, ivo Železný, 2001, p. 23 (published in english as The Great War’s Forgotten Front, new york, Colum-
bia uP, 1998).
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For almost perfect expression of this attitude, based on simple, passive obe-
dience to the powers that be, it is best to look into a letter of a young man who
just left his small village in northeastern bohemia to serve in the ranks of the
jäger battalion of k.u.k. infantry regiment 98: “i must learn a lot, do things
well, and everyone must obey.” 40
in 1914, most men thought the normative pressure on their obedience to be
too strong to be avoided, and any with misgivings felt too little support to put
up any real resistance. they had all become passive agents of the state. there
were some who were even aware of this: “i’m going to fight, destroy the enemy,
but i don’t feel any hatred,” noted karel vaněk on the way to the front in his
diary in February 1915. 
but that huge, complicated machine called “the state” is at work and i’m
just a small, unimportant cog driven by the sprockets of the others. i cannot
stop… 41
the same feeling hit another diarist, this time right during the summer of
1914. the reason why “people go to their deaths against their will,” she con-
cluded, lies in the “enormous power of the state idea.” 42
Hegemonic masculinity in 1914, invariably connected to military service
through its militarized form, brought its beneficiaries the “patriarchal dividend”
of power, control, and social status above women and other men. 43 it is precisely
in this context that the self-interest to fulfill one’s perceived social role during
mobilization comes to the fore. authors with families and established careers,
i.e. men who could lose a lot in the war and left dependents at home, were invari-
ably the most critical of the whole situation. “the hardest was the goodbye for
those leaving their families,” remembered a one-year volunteer in k.u.k. infantry
regiment 53. 44 on the other hand, young men around the twentieth year of age
often seemed rather carefree in their attitude, occasional sadness notwithstanding.
“young soldiers, quite jovial, had no idea what’s in store for them,” remembered
a one-year volunteer serving in k.u.k infantry regiment 75, 45 while another sol-
dier noted that “only the youth were not that pessimistic about their prospects.”46
40. Jan Šmatlán to his parents, december 19, 1914, in: milada krulichová, milan Jankovič (eds.), Zapo-
menuté hlasy: korespondence, deníkové záznamy a kresby z první světové války, Hradec králové, kruh, 1986,
p. 18. in early 1990s, historian Petr Havel came to the conclusion that “regiments recruited in the countryside
and among the peasant population appeared to be more disciplined than those originating from cities and
industrial agglomerations,” seeing the roots of this phenomenon in the different normative circumstances of
a given social environment. see Petr Havel, “k otázce bojové morálky českých vojáků v počáteční fázi první
světové války,” in Od Sarajeva k velké válce/Ab Sarajewo zum Grossen Krieg, Praha, 1995, p. 47-55.
41. diary entry of February 15, 1915, in vaněk, Charašó pán, da?…, p. 36.
42. diary of anna lauermannova-mikschova, entry from summer 1914, in: milena lenderová, a ptáš
se knížko má. Ženské deníky 19. století, Praha, triton, 2008, p. 135, note 87.
43. see Connell, Masculinities…, p. 76-77.
44. Šmída, Vzpomínky z vojny…, p. 12.
45. vladislav květoň, vzpomínky z první světové války, Praha, stratos, 1995, p. 3.
46. bedřich opletal, Zápisky z velké války : anabáze Hanáckého medika, 1914-1920, Praha, Paseka,
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one of the young men saw the contrast clearly: 
so we enlisted. We rookies saw only an unknown adventure in war and the-
refore were not so afraid; old dads scowling, as their family was weighing
down their spirits like a heavy stone. and then the others: thieves, gypsies
and other riff-raff, people with nothing to lose. 47
besides the subtle notion of the traditional hierarchy of masculinities, where
“rookies” could aspire only to full manhood while “dads” were those who had
already attained it, and “the others” were marginalized groups on the very edge
of social manhood, it is important to note here the “nothing to lose” argument.
that notion can be widened to include the “rookies” as well, i.e. young men
who saw the war as a chance to attain at least some of the privileges usually
attributed to hegemonic masculinity, while not going through the time-consum-
ing and uncertain efforts on the traditional “path of manliness” – getting a
respectable job and economic independence, finding a female sexual partner
and starting (and feeding) a family. the wartime redrawing of gender order
offered young men a shortcut to full masculine status. and that shortcut led
through the rite of passage of military service. in this context, young men could
reasonably expect to be able to escape peacetime rules. 48
on the other hand, men whose existence and masculine identity and status
had been firmly rooted in peacetime society could, on the battlefield, lose most
or all of it in a blink of an eye, and were deeply aware of the fact. augustin
mudrák, writing in his diary, was “as calm as ever” in 1909 when he was drafted
into the army, because “at least i can get out of becoming an animal emasculator,
which i hate,” mentioning a career his father had selected for him. He lived
through the years of the three-year compulsory service, was discharged, and
became the only breadwinner in the family after his father died. in 1914, he
was about to start a family of his own, when the mobilization came. this time,
his feelings were radically different from those of five years ago: “devastated,
i say goodbye to everyone. especially to my wife, anička.” 49
of course, an especially effective way for a young men to move up the lad-
der of masculine hierarchy was to become an officer. From their point of view,
the chance to rise in the hierarchy of masculinities was a reward of sorts for
compliance with the official discourse. a possible result is described in the war
novel written by karel Poláček and published under the title Hrdinové táhnou
do boje (Heroes Go To War). one of the characters, named král, a small-town
teacher who became a Fähnrich (warrant officer), acquired “an air of stiff arro-
gance” along with his epaulettes. He used to stand on the town square and imag-
ined “commanding everyone in that district town. the president of the district
47. Jindřich Hušák, “dvacetiletý ve válce,” in: Žipek, Domov za války…, vol. iii, p. 203.
48. on young men and their position in masculine hierarchies, see tosh, “What should Historians do
with masculinity?…,” p. 184-187. 
49. augustin mudrák, Bojoval jsem za císaře pána, (ed.) Jiří červenka, brno, 2011, p. 14.
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council, the mayor, the whole town council, the high school director, the doctor
[i.e. everyone who stood above him in the hierarchy of masculinities of a small
town], all of them standing at attention in the ranks.” 50 the feeling of belonging
to the officer corps is reflected upon by František Šmída as well. He attained
the metaphorical peak of wartime social hierarchy by entering a cadet school: 
i will come back an ofﬁcer, a lord, respected and admired by people back
home. 51
to receive such an award, one did not even have to be very positive about
the war. the well-known leftist radical and a poet, stanislav kostka neumann,
described a friend, a pacifist and “a fanatical anti-militarist,” whom he met in
1917 at a depot: 
He came to me all handsome, in a Fähnrich’s uniform, tanned, masculine…
reconciled to the inescapable, and happy. 52
However, becoming “masculine” could be a reward attainable not only by
those near the top of the hierarchy, but also by those at its bottom, as even a
marginalized person could become “a man” by donning a uniform (which makes
all men look equal, at least at first glance). the good example here is the local
idiot František, main character from vladislav vančura’s novel Pole orná a
válečná (The Fields of Harvest, Fields of War): “František was… happy… he
looked like the other guys. He became a soldier…” 53 to him, as to many of the
men going to war in 1914, this “social integration” could be worth the risk of
joining up.
in gender theory, “patriarchal dividend” means primarily social capital that
is easily translated into power, especially power over women and access to them
in terms of possible sexual relations. 54 in our analysis, we may easily argue that
this specific form of capital represented one of the key perceived rewards sol-
diers got for their compliance. this is especially true for those men whose access
to women had been limited because of their age, class, or character. it is difficult
to bring a definitive answer as to the exact importance of this “masculine divi-
dend” in Czech soldiers’ motivation, but primary sources tell us that the soldiers
themselves put a lot of faith in it. it is Poláček’s “heroes going to war” who
throw “handsome manly looks” at women, believing in their own masculine
prowess. 55 as one diarist noted, “wives and mistresses were hugging their loved
ones. they loved them more than ever before. these men became the heroes of
the day, and had the mobilization been cancelled, they might even have been
50. karel Poláček, Hrdinové táhnou do boje, Praha, nakl. Franze kafky, 1994, p. 26.
51. Šmída, Vzpomínky z vojny…, p. 25.
52. stanislav kostka neumann, “válčení civilistovo,” in: Spisy Stanislava K. Neumanna, Praha 1976,
p. 9.
53. vladislav vančura, Pole orná a válečná, Praha, 1966, p. 108.
54. see Connell, Masculinities…, p. 76-77.
55. Poláček, Hrdinové táhnou do boje…, p. 22.
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disappointed.” 56 in the same way, egon erwin kisch noted that even among
otherwise depressed reservists who had to leave their families, some instances
of realizing one’s social promotion took place. When his battalion was taking
oath, “ladies were blowing kisses towards us and every one of the poor
reservists, who were just yesterday saying tearful goodbyes to their wives and
children, was thinking these were meant for him and for him only, and
responded in kind.” 57 in the same vein, Jan Šmatlán was unable to hide his
delight in being at the center of the crowds’ attention: “all over the town, people
were looking at us.” 58 as we have seen, in the gendered geography of the
wartime world, “people” out of uniform usually meant “women”. not surpris-
ingly, the whole journey of bohemian regiments from their home bases via
vienna and Hungary to the serbian frontier gained a very special quality in
many soldier’s descriptions, elevated to a masculine via triumphalis. soldiers,
often depressed inside, were celebrated and admired at every station by local
belles, and many happily took notice of the fact.
at least some of the newly inaugurated soon-to-be warriors were lucky
enough – from their point of view – to attain the most coveted award that could
come with reaching the top of the hierarchy of masculinities – a sexual relation-
ship with a woman. in his diary, František skála mentions a case of a young
corporal: 
back at home he is in a respectable relationship. He was looking forward
to his leave, imagining what it would be like. and it was so indeed, but the
days passed too fast. there were only three left and so he became obsessed
with the idea that he would not come back again. especially, he agonized
about what would happen to mařka, his girl. should he leave her to someone
else without making her all his, completely, at least once?
the girl refused him at first, but the corporal’s social role of a man leaving
for war seems to have helped: “i had been feeling,” she said:
that you demand something really big, something i could not understand.
i don’t share your fears…, but… God forbid…, i would not forgive myself
for the rest of my life if i did not fulﬁll your last wish. it’s not a sin if i give
you what is truly and rightfully yours… i want to be all yours tonight, even
if there are consequences for me…59
the idea, stuck in many a soldier’s mind, that accepting military masculinity
adds to a man’s popularity with the opposite sex, and possibly increases his
sexual attractiveness as well, acted as a kind of “reward,” not only during mobi -
lization but during the war years as well. many soldiers kept the notion that en-
56. vítek, V cizích službách…, p. 20.
57. diary entry of august 1, 1914, in: kisch, Vojákem pražského sboru…, p. 12.
58. Jan Šmatlán to his parents, January 20, 1915, in: krulichová, Jankovič (eds), Zapomenuté hlasy…,
p. 24.
59. František skála, Válečný deník 1914-1918, kyšperk, alois otava, 1937, p. 235-236.
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listment turned them into a sort of manly warrior, and presented themselves as
such in their writings. František Šmída, when he became a cadet, thought
himself to be “a complete man, full of life and longing for adventure… a
warrior with the right and license” to conquer women.60 When Josef ulrych’s
unit transferred for rest and refit to the town of Pottendorf near vienna in march
1917, he and his comrades went to the local dance hall where local male and
female workers were coming too. immediately, they became a hit of the evening
and undoubtedly with the girls as well: 
there were many Czech boys and girls, who mostly work in local ammu-
nitions factories… When we made it clear to them that we are coming from
war, they ﬂooded us with beer… and we danced a lot… 61
reward in the form of the ability to quickly acquire or defend one’s hege-
monic masculine status did not have to be the only “absolution” of the mobi-
lization process. there were of course others, and it is outside of this text’s
scope to include them all. to mention only those prominent in the sources used
here, there was, first, the very homosocial nature of the mobilization. the
chance to be “among men” made the process of adaptation to reality all the
more palatable. things like alcohol, singing, vulgar humor, so typical of mas-
culine socialization, were all present, as was the social pressure to suppress
overtly unmanly displays of sadness, especially tears. 62 “Hat to the side, flower
stuck in it, cigars, cigarettes, a bottle of schnapps in a pocket or in the hand…
,” that was the image one recruit remembered after he and his friends were suc-
cessfully conscripted. 63 Homosocial company could, at the end, even succeed
in erasing the despair of leaving loved ones: 
With the wife, mother, children, it was the worst! but on the train with the
guys, it felt much lighter…64
there was also the sense of adventure. many soldiers only left the region
they grew up in when they went to war. Jan Šmatlán describes with outright
fascination first Jaroměř (a small town), then “the beautiful big city of Hradec
králové” (in fact, a bigger town) about fifty kilometers from his home village.
“Who could have told me that i would ever get to Hradec in my life…” 65 For
many, the idea of being taken out of their ordinary lives to see the world could
be rewarding in itself: 
60. Šmída, Vzpomínky z vojny…, p. 60.
61. ulrych, Moje zápisky…, p. 65.
62. “the attraction of sharing the exclusively male company is usually strongest among the young, single
men who are yet not able to enjoy full beneﬁts of masculinity.” tosh, “What should Historians do with mas-
culinity?…,” p. 487. see also ute Frevert, A Nation in Barracks: Modern Germany, Military Conscription,
and Civil Society, oxford, berg, 2004, p. 173-176.
63. Jurman (ed.), Legionářská odyssea…, p. 9.
64. ibid.
65. Šmatlán to his parents, January 15 or 16, 1915, in: krulichová, Jankovič (eds), Zapomenuté hlasy…,
p. 22.
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but we play heroes… inside it boils and bubbles, but on the outside, eve-
ryone is happy, because we are going to see the wide world. 66
of course, the desire for adventure with one’s homosocial group was usually
cultivated only when men arrived in their units and could (re)identify with these
groups and dreams. However, it is possible to argue that it played its role in
their willingness to tolerate their new situation.
it is undeniably true that the austro-Hungarian military’s Czech-speaking
recruits in 1914 went to war more or less willingly, confounding generations of
future historians and perhaps even themselves by acting against their “national
feelings.” Whatever these feelings were, they obviously played a lesser role in
the summer of 1914 than historians argue. multiple factors were obviously more
important at that time, such as the mobilization of that year being the third such
event in five years; the popular idea that if war ever starts, it would quickly be
over; or the simple fear of being punished for not fulfilling one’s duty. but it is
the very idea that it is the duty of a subject, a citizen, a man, to serve in war,
pointing to the well-hidden structures based on gender identity and the contem-
porary ideas of masculinity, proving that these indeed influenced the way
Czechs thought about their situation in 1914.
We have seen that the moment war broke out in east-Central europe, the
population of bohemia and moravia started to redefine its social space in a thor-
oughly “gendered” way. While in no way corresponding to reality, the image
of men leaving for the front line and the home front being populated by women,
children, or the elderly permeated most popular thought, creating a symbolic
masculine space of war and a feminine space of peace. the very existence of
such thought reflected the propaganda efforts of the austro-Hungarian author-
ities, but its roots ran deeper than that, to the prewar discourse of military service
and beyond, meaning that the question of one’s masculinity stood in the center
of every recruit’s understanding of the mobilization. moreover, the very sense
of duty, used in retrospect by many recruits to explain their behavior, sprang
partially from a pervasive spirit of obedience to patriarchal authority that was
ever-present in early 20th century society where “everyone had to obey.” Com-
bined, these considerations then created a powerful social pressure that forced
even those who more or less opposed the idea of going to war to enlist with
little resistance. all they could see around was “everyone” (meaning men, of
course) “going” – and they went as well, because any resistance seemed futile
and, in 1914 at least, socially emasculating.
While staying out of the space of war, i.e. out of service and out of uniform,
endangered many men’s masculinity, joining that space on the other hand repre-
sented once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to attain its full status almost overnight.
militarizing hegemonic masculinity in wartime society created shortcuts leading
66. dolejší, neprašová, Válečné vzpomínky…, p. 7, entry from may 11, 1916.
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to this coveted social status for those who could not hope to possess it because
of their age or economic position in peacetime society. young men in particular,
as we can see, often understood the mobilization as a chance to become “full
men” through military service, with full access to the patriarchal dividend – sta-
tus, resources, women. even those who already possessed the hegemonic status
were caught by this logic as, willingly or not, the only way they could keep it
was to prove it under changed conditions – in war. “looking like the other guys”
was always the hidden logic behind the concept of hegemonic masculinity, pres-
suring men into behavior and roles they sometimes only did not accept inter-
nally. in 1914, this meant donning the uniform and joining the ranks. and, as
often happens with hegemonic masculinities, what was in store for most of these
men was usually a huge disappointment – as in the case of vančura’s character,
the local idiot František, whose face was smashed by a shell fragment. He sur-
vived, but “he was no longer a guy, but a mystery with a wound for a face…
He became a gaping wound”. 67 but that only came after the summer of 1914
was long gone.
67. vančura, Pole orná a válečná…, p. 128.
